
To most Americans, even the major-
ity who are born and raised in cities
and large towns, there is a heart-

tugging appeal about the countryside.
As an image of America, it rests deeply
in the national psyche, even of people
whose families were never part of fron-
tier or agricultural life. The Pastoral Ideal

was an important element in early 18th-century American literature
and philosophy and, as the United States began to grow to continen-
tal size, strongly identified frontier or rural life as the embodiment of
an independent, self-reliant New American. Today, long after the
close of the American frontier in the 1890s and accelerating urban-
ization in the 20th century, Americans cling to a nostalgia for a less
complex, slower paced life that is closer to nature and to more tradi-
tional values.

This vision of the American “heartland” lives on today, as the
many people still not living in urban areas sustain and reinterpret the
meaning of contemporary rural life, particularly as new technologies
have enabled them to work and communicate from anywhere at all. 

Leading SPAN’s cover package of stories, “Heartland Rock” by
Peter Eisenhauer explores the musical expression of these feelings of
pride in the down-to-earth lifestyle, despite difficulties and frustra-
tions. We also invite you to go to SPAN’s Web site, where you’ll find
a link to an example of this music, “Small Town” by Indiana rocker
John Mellencamp. Joseph Hart’s article, “Just a Small-Town Boy,”
details a phenomenon in the United States called “the rural rebound,”
in which city-dwellers are moving to smaller towns and rural areas.
“Farmers’ Markets,” Sebastian John explains, are part of this “back to
the land, back to more genuineness” movement in urban areas. And
Neenah Ellis reminds us that “One-Room Schools” are part of
America’s heritage and are still in use in rural areas, just as in India. 

Our second group of stories is about health, a topic of concern to
Americans and Indians alike. In “Spice Healer,” Gary Stix tells of the
research into medicinal uses of India’s turmeric plant. It was just such
innovative research that led to Dr. Jonas Salk developing the polio
vaccine, ending Americans’ fear of children being crippled and killed
by this disease. Lisa A. Swenarski de Herrera tells how it came about
and looks into the very real hope that this disease can be eliminated
in India, too.

We also present personal stories from two people who have over-
come disease and are determined to help others: Jeannie Mulford,
the wife of the U.S. Ambassador to India, explains how early detec-
tion helped her survive breast cancer; while Urdu SPAN Editor Anjum
Naim recounts being stricken with polio as a child because his par-
ents did not know about the preventive vaccine.

Wishing you well,  

A L E T T E R
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T
o be born and raised in rural and

small town America is to grow up

with a strong sense of belonging.

You know your neighbors, your

schoolmates, the people at the local

stores.  Becoming more aware of the larg-

er world, however, you begin to sense a

great distance from the centers of power,

of financial and cultural influence in

America. You learn that in the big city,

“small town” is used as a term meaning

inferior or second rate. The more ambi-

tious youths plan their escape from the

confines of their home communities to

the big city, where they can make it.

Reflecting this attitude, cartoonist Doug

Marlette had his character Kudzu famous-

ly remark about his mythical, rural home-

town, “It’s a good place to be from. The

sooner the better.”

At the same time, this small town, rural

landscape is known as the heartland of the

United States, suggesting that this is the

real America, where people are down-to-

earth, unaffected, honest and honorable.

The people who live there are proud of

Heartland Rock
By PETER EISENHAUER

Proud yet realistic about 
their rural roots, down-to-earth
songwriters have given the
United States music to
celebrate everyday life. 
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